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Digging in for Reptile Recovery

by Gregor Beck

Carol and Mitchell (the names were
changed to protect wildlife habitat and
species at risk!) were keen gardeners
and naturalists when they moved from
the city to a 20-hectare (50-acre) farm
in Norfolk County, a few miles inland
from the north shore of Lake Erie in
southern Ontario. The expanse of
sandy soil (formerly tobacco fields)
was an exciting canvas for future
gardens and wildlife habitat – and the
woodlot at the back of their property
illustrated the sorts of habitats and
micro-habitats they might emulate.
The couple hoped to attract wildlife
but the diversity of fauna they
attracted in a few short years far
exceeded their expectations. It seems
that birds, butterflies, reptiles and
amphibians are proving the old adage
that if you build it, they will come! 

Mitchell and Carol's endeavours
include the restoration of four
hectares (10 acres) of Carolinian forest
contiguous with their woodlot, but on
a smaller scale they have also installed
native plant gardens to attract birds,
butterflies and other pollinators
throughout the seasons. Carol had a
strong interest in helping the region's
imperilled turtles and snakes and it
was this interest that put her in touch
with Long Point Basin Land Trust
(LPBLT), a charitable non-
governmental organization which
protects and restores natural habitats
and biodiversity in the Carolinian
Region of southern Ontario.

Responding to an urgent need to
halt the decline of snake and turtle
populations in the Carolinian Region,
LPBLT has developed a multi-faceted
conservation initiative. The situation
is dire: six of the area's seven turtle
species and half of the snakes are
listed officially “at risk,” a common
concern across Ontario and beyond.
Over the last few years, Carol has
become one of LPBLT's most active
volunteers, documenting reptile
sightings for the group's reporting
program which helps inform practical

conservation solutions. She has also
volunteered to survey local roads for
reptiles in efforts to identify problem
areas; occasionally, she is able to
rescue turtles or snakes and shepherd
them to safety off the road.

While numerous threats abound for
reptiles, there are many things
gardening enthusiasts can do. If you
want to help reptiles – or other fauna
– the simplest and most effective
approach is to try to replicate the

natural biodiversity, habitats, micro-
habitats and natural systems typical of
one's geographic region.

To help create habitat for reptiles
and other wildlife, use these tips when
planning a garden:
• Restore the plant diversity suitable

for your property, including site-
appropriate native herbaceous
plants, shrubs and trees. Many
wildlife species, including snakes
and lizards, seek shelter, hunt or
bask in branches, so try to create
structural and biological diversity.

• Make natural connections: create
wildlife corridors between natural
areas and buffer sensitive habitats by

expanding natural areas.
• Retain woody debris, brush piles

and leaf litter. Organic matter
enriches the soil and provides
hiding places for most species of
reptile at various times of the year –
even providing protection from the
cold (or excessive heat).

• Create safe basking sites. Since
reptiles obtain their required body
warmth from their environment, the
presence of basking sites for sunning

is vital. For snakes or small lizards,
basking (and hiding) sites can be
created with brush piles or mounds
of cobble stone or other material.

• Create and maintain large compost
piles as nesting sites for egg-laying
snakes and other reptiles. Many
snake species, including Eastern
Foxsnake, Gray Ratsnake and
Milksnake, lay their eggs in
decomposing vegetation, decaying
stumps or other composting organic
matter. These micro-habitats were
common in old-growth forests, but
the scarcity of old growth in
human-altered landscapes highlights
the importance of creating

The Eastern Hog-nosed Snake can be found in a variety of habitats, but often winters in
a hole dug in sandy soil. The Eastern Hog-nosed Snake is harmless to humans, but the
species has various defensive strategies which may appear menacing, such as spreading
flat the neck, gaping its mouth, hissing and even rolling over and playing dead.
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alternatives.
• Create turtle habitat. If you have a

pond, leave it as natural as possible,
allowing edges to become vegetated
with native plants, shrubs and trees.
Install a sand or sand/gravel pile
nearby to provide a safe nesting
areas for turtles; install a buried
weed barrier (i.e. garden centre
fabric cloth) 40 centimetres (15
inches) below the top of the sand
mix to reduce growth of plants onto
the sandy area (direct sun warms
the substrate and helps in egg
incubation).

• Create or enhance water features on
your property. Water is a natural
draw for virtually all fauna. Plant
aquatic and emergent plants, and
install other features such as
sandbars, bird and bat houses to
promote greater biodiversity.
Anchoring a log offshore can
provide safe basking sites for turtles.

• Where space permits, create over-
wintering habitat for snakes. In
colder climates, many snakes retreat
to underground wintering chambers
called hibernacula. Building a
hibernaculum is a specialty project,
involving the use of a backhoe to
ensure that it is sufficiently deep
and that the bottom-most chamber
is below the frost line.

A few seasonal tips and cautions
specific to the gardening world are
worth mentioning:
• Avoid the temptation to work your

soil too early in the spring (either by
hand or tilling) since some reptiles
(e.g. hatchling turtles from the prior
year or Hog-nosed Snakes) as well
as amphibians (e.g. American Toad)
may over-winter in the soil and be
harmed inadvertently.

• If you have a particularly active
large mulch pile, avoid disturbing it
during the summer months in case
an egg-laying snake (or even turtle
or lizard) has chosen your compost
to lay its eggs. Similarly, if a turtle
decides to lay its eggs in the middle
of your vegetable garden, be nice

and share the space.
• Some garden products can be

hazardous for snakes. For example,
the garden netting used to
discourage birds from landing on
fruit trees or small meshed chicken
wire can ensnare snakes causing
their slow and painful death. For
beans and peas, install netting above
the ground so that snakes can pass
underneath – or use trellises or
other approaches. Avoid leaving
mesh products, chicken wire or
similar hazards on the ground.

• If you or others in your home are
leery about snakes, just step back
and give them a chance to leave on
their own. Most snakes – and other
reptiles – are very shy and willingly
retreat.

The efforts of indigenous plant
gardeners to recreate habitat also
promote stewardship of the land and

species-at-risk recovery by offering a
template for other naturalists and
native plant enthusiasts. As for our less
nature-friendly neighbours – they
might just be convinced to protect
reptiles when they recognize their
pest-control skills! 

Gregor Beck is LPBLT's Director of
Conservation Science. To learn more
about LPBLT's Conserving Carolinian
Reptiles project, visit
www.longpointlandtrust.ca which
includes information on how to create
reptile habitats, such as hibernacula and
nesting structures. Please support LPBLT's
conservation efforts through the
purchase of their biodiversity handbooks:
Gardening with Native Plants ($5 plus
S&H) and Conserving Carolinian Reptiles
($10 plus S&H). Email
nature@longpointlandtrust.ca.
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Many reptile species are reliant on wetland habitats for all or part of the
year. The threatened Blanding's Turtle prefers swamps, ponds, marshes and
moist forests, and is easily recognized by its domed shell and bright yellow
throat. The more familiar and widespread Midland Painted Turtle can be found
in small ponds and other wetlands; it is best recognized by the colourful
striping on its neck and shell. Female turtles leave wetlands in late spring
or early summer to find a place to lay their eggs. Motorists should drive
cautiously and slow down near natural areas such as wetlands and woodlands
to avoid hitting reptiles (and other wildlife) on roads.
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